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ABSTBACT 

The reading abilities of Ion achieving high school 
students at two schools were coapared to the readability levels of 
the sagasines in vhi6h they shoved interest. The oedian tested 
reading ability of these students vas reported as third/fourth grade 
by their reading teachers. The reading specialist at one high school 
reported that boys had an interest in "Sports Illustrated" and 
BOtorcyele sagasines, and that girls vere interested in "True 
Stories" and lodern rosance sagasines. In a survey conducted at the 
second school, 89 students listed 86 sagasines that focused on 
cars/a otorcycles, hunting/fishing, sen's entertainaent, fashion, 
wosen's interest, general interest/nevs, husor, teen-adult interest, 
sports, and teen interest. According to the Pry and Harris-Jacobsot 
readability f crsulas, only three of the listed sagasines had reading 
levels of seventh grade or belov, vhich would sake thes suitable for 
the levels of problea readers. All the other sagasines, even those 
expected to reach teenagets and Ftudents vith lover reading levels, 
ranked above eighth grade readin(« levels. These results show that 
students with elesentary reading skills are interested in popular 
sagazines written above their reading levels, indicating that 
teachers could capitalize on these interests when developing reading 
curricula • CBU 
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Readability of Magazines of Interest To Rsading>-Oafioit Students, 
Sone teadiers of hig^ aohool students with reading defioita daory the 

■ess ' 

.Students* total laok 4f interest in reading. Other teaohsr?, hot«ver> ha^ 
notioed that these students have out-of-sohool reading interests even though - 
they have difficulty with in-sohool reading materials. That is> the high 
school studenjb tdio has a tested reading aohievement level of third or fourth 
grade and iAo» perhaps > is not at all interested in reading in aohool will piok 
up a magazine in a local etore and attempt to read it. Up to this timet 
there has been little mention in the professional literature of these students* 
outsider-reading intererts or of the diffl'culty level of what they read* 
If these students do have outside reading interests > it would be appropriate 
to see «4iether the difficulty levels of these reading materials corresponds 
with their in-sdiool aohievement levelf On ,the other hftnd, many popular 
magazines appear » at first glanoe, to be written for an ability level hi£^r 
than many of these students possess. 

Differences between readability and ability levels have been mentioned 
in readability studies with the comment that interest and motivation may 
override the particular grade level of a written passage (Klare, 1976; 
Maxwell, 1978; »»tandal, 1978). Lower ability students who display interst 
may comprehend passages vhioh are above their tested achievement levels 
(Shnayer» 1969). ^Ithou^ some teachers have identified the outside-reading 
interests of reading-deficit studentr, there has been little research reported 
on this topic other than that by Shnayar (l969) and, possibly, studies reviewed 
by Klare (1976). 
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Also, other than the. doraaent by. NorveU (1973) that periodical reading 
intewats of lower ability atudenta resembled those* of their peers who .read 
adequately, there has been^ttle investigation of which nagazlnea these 
atudents are moaTlikely to read. Perhapa thia ia because atudenta are unwilling 
to mention their intei^sta to thoae teachers \Ao may view many such magazines 
as "trashy, ""dirty," or Just too difficult. The point here is nni to. describe 
the difference between interests of readii^gi-dBficit and normai adolescents, 
but 'to show thjat these students ^2 outside of school*. 

■ Some study of the, readability of high school materials has been conducted. 

■ ; 

i'he study by Jans and Smith (1972) is only .one example of numerous studies 
indicating that cpntent-natter texts are .written at hi^ier levels than either 
grade assi^jnsnt or. the students' actual abiUty levels. Schlief and Wo<a 
(1974) eaunined several periodicals and found that readability ratings also 
tended to overestimate the ability levels of their projected readers, '^tte 
present writers, however, have been unable to locate any report which 
identifies the reading intersts of high school atudenta and gaugea the 
readability of those aelectiona in ,compariaon with the atudent*8 own reading 
ability. 

Schlief and Wood (1974) point out a notable difficulty with this 
recotnanded type of reaearch* the validity of readability formulae, which 
are uaually 'baaed on familiar worda, aentenoe length, and word length, may 
decrease \*en applied to non-textual materials. Further, there has been 
considerable discus a ion queationing the value of any readability-estimating 
prooadure (Quidry and Knight, 1976). Harris (Harris and *^ipay, 1975) points 
out that two variables which have .been conuiatently used in readability 
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fornulaa are •«nteno8 length and vocabulary. Yet Maxwll (1978) gives . 
eioaples of nonteoimlqfi language that may ca\J8e an eadly read passage to 
he rated m dif f imtLt*, 'and^ a passage \dii<sh contains difficult words or concepts 
«to be rated as fairly easy, A different procedure > developed (1969) » 

proposes a mow easily coaputed readability rating baaed on the number of 
syllables ;and word length* ^is popular pi'ooedure would seem toarerride ^ 

♦ 

^ vocabularywdifficultyprpblemj yet Kretachner (1976)- noterf that some 
difficult words are quite short, while soidb easy words are polysyllabic, 

• Ladcin'g a well-doounBnted technique for computing the readability of 
off-the-shelf magasinesi the authors decided to compare two different 
'readability formulas, ^hs Harris-Jacobson (Harris and Sipay', 1975) formula 
was pidced as an example of a vocabularyusentenoe length proce<3ure which has 
the advantage of being easier to compute than, for instance, the Spaohe or 
Dale-Chall formulas. -The Pry (1969) procedure was selected as a syllable- 
sentence length count, primarily because it has been more frequently used than 
other eimilar procedures. 

Magazines read by low^chieving high school students «re idartLfied 
by two p ooedures suggested by Kiare (1976). In one lar^ hi^ school an 
unobtrusive msasure was simply to ask the reading specialist \iiich magazines 
had evoked students • interest. At- a second high school the reading specialist 
asked students in special classes to indicate magazines of interest in an 
informal, field-study, survey. Msdian tested reading ability of these students 
in classes at both hi^ schools was reported as third-fourth grade by the 
reading teachers. 
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At the first high sohool the reading teacher reported that boys had 
intersts in Sporta Il?Aiatrated and motoroyole nagazines and the girls v«re 
interested, in Trua Stories and BO<tem rcoianoe magazinee. In the high sohool 
\Aere the survey was oonduoted^ results surprising, and the nunber of 
> different magazines lilbted was heartening. £ighty-nine students were surveyed, 
and eighty-eic^t magazines were listed at least onos, '^s indicated that 
students did have an interest in magazines outside of sohool and revealed quite 
an array of interest. Fifty^ight boys listed a total of 66 different magazines; 
thirtywons girls listed "32 different periodicals} and some were listed by 
'both boys and girls. Students were also asked how often they read these 
magazines y aiiU ,the total count includes some pei*iodioals in \^ich the 8t.udents 
showed only moderate interst. "^e most frequently listed magazines fell into 
ten categories t boys listed Cars/Motorcycles ^ Hunting/Fishing, and M^n's 
Sntertai^'nt; girls listed Faaiiiion, and Women *s Interest; and both groups 
listed magazines in the General Intenal^ews, Humor, Teen-Adult Interest, 
Sports, and Teen Interest categories. Thus, the survey echoed the observatioas 
of the hi^ school teWier yet uas more comprehensive. For the present study 
one or two of the most popular magazines in each of the ten categories vAre 
selected, iteadability ratings of these magazines are reported in Table I. 

Readability ratings reported here should be interpreted with the previously 
mentioned oaution' about the possible invalidity of using text-based readability 
formulas with non-textual material, '^adability ratings above the eigth grade 
level were extrapolated ^n using the Harris- Jacobs on formula; this procedure 
seemsd acceptable since the actual reading level of students was below sixth 
grade. Although the Fry formula has r reduced lov«r ratings than other 
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fonsulas in soma studies (Quidry and Ktflght, 1976} , this was not found in „ 
this studjr. 

AoooriUng to the Fry and Harris-Jacobson fomulasy only three magazines 
had reading levels pf seventh grade or belQWy naking them suitable for the 
levels of^roblen.' readerss li^, Penthouse . and tigarr Beat, Magazines that 
might be ej^eoted to>reao£r the teenager and the student vdth lower reading 
levels y such ae Hit Parade r and Teen , were found to rank above their reading 

1 

level, as did all the others. 

There was some disparity between the two formulas when applied to 
iBagazines. For eig^t magazines the two formulas produced ratings less than one 
grade level apart , and, on these y three were equal (counting ^oollege" level) s 
for the remaining magazines » the Fry fomala gave a lower grade level rating 
than the Harris- Jacobs on to three. Of the seven magazines whose ratings 
differed"^ a grade level or more, the Fry formula rated five magazines higher. 

Analysis by category shows that Cars/Mbtorcyoles magazines were within the 
upper^ninth grade to college reading levels y yet these '/^re some of the most- 
popular magazines. Another popular categoxy among the boys was Msn*8 Snter- 
tainmertt. Here, Plavbov waso rated at college level by both fornulas, but 
Penthouse was rated at mid-sixth to mid-seventh grade level. Snorts Illustrate 
a magazine listed as popular with both boys and girls > was rated at beginning 

e 

eigth or beginning eleventh graie level. 

It might be expeote(^ that at least some of the differences betv^en the 
two formulas could be explained by the way popular magazines are written. 
Some seemed to mka a deliberate effort to reach a particular grade level, and 
soma seemed to have no ctoliberate control of vocabulary or sentence structure. 
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tiAvgfi dlffarenoss among sslaotions usre alao notad* In po^Uar n&gazlnaay . 
V9vy difficult aalaotiona an aonatiinBa juxtapoaad with vary aasy pasaa^ia* 
'^hULO, ona might axpaot readability ratijigs of aagazinaa to differ aooordir 
to ^eh aaleo^ions are ratad» oauaing low reliability betveen ratings. 

^ readability ratings vdth these formulaay though » show that popular 
aagazinva tend to be written at eigth grade level or above* Sevar^. of 
the more popular magazines wars rated as upper-secondary to <»3llega level. 
One may wonder idiather ^is is the result of a deliberate effort on tha part of 
these magazines to reaoh. a particular audience » or whether there is no effort 
at all to stabilize the magazine *s readability level. 

Whichever is the oasa', results of this study reveal that high school 

^students with elementary-level reading skills are interested ta, and do 
ready popular magazines loltten above their reading levels* indicating 
that teachers could capitalize on these interests \^n developing reading 
curricula. 
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Table I. HaadaMIlty of^Magaaliie's of Intarast to Saading-lif^di^t Sttidents 



JL 



X« Cari/MotOfoyol^ 



Car Craft 
Chopper • 
Hot Rod 

' Savantaen 

4 

Bbooay' * 
Mad " . 

Oatdpor LlTaT 

^. tfati'tg BniartftlnBBnt 

.• . >' • 

Pantbouae 
Playboy - 
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' Sporta Illuatrata d 

• * 

Taan Intareat 

Taan 
- Tigtr Baa-i • * 

9. TftarwldMlt Intareat 

High TioBs 
Hit Paradar 

ID. Voifian»a Intareat 
Trua Story 



9.5 



6.9»* 



8.1 



7.5 
Co^agB 



11.1 



,1 



CoUags 



Collage 
10.0 



Total MBana 10.12 



> yry Qrattf ^Lavel 




Harris-Jaeobaon 



College* 

. 9.9* 
Collage^ 



U.7» 



9.4.* 



7»8 



9.5» 



Collage* 



8-^ 



12.5* 
7.0 



12.9* 
81.7 



9.-45 



* Extrapolated 

** Poaaibly invalid due to length of sehtencea 



